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cannabis.	 It	 argues	 that	 the	 concept	 is	 useful	 in	 understanding	 the	 two	 substances	 and	 their	
ambiguous	 relation	 to	 the	 statute	 books:	 khat	 being	 of	 varied	 and	 ever-changing	 legal	 status	 yet	
often	 treated	 with	 suspicion	 even	 where	 legal,	 while	 cannabis	 is	 illegal	 everywhere	 in	 Africa	 yet	
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around	 the	world.	 A	 complicated	 assemblage	 of	 good	 intentions,	 genuine	 concern,	more	
dubious	 intentions	 and	 vested	 interests	 has	 brought	 many	 substances	 into	 the	 orbit	 of	
international	 and	 national	 legal	 frameworks,	 and	 continues	 to	 do	 so.	 There	 has	 been	 an	
almost	inevitable	pattern:	if	something	gets	classed	as	a	drug,	then	soon	enough	the	law	will	
attempt	to	colonise	it,	generally	through	prohibition.	Such	a	pattern	has	perhaps	reached	its	
heights	 in	 the	 UK,	where	 recently	 an	 expansive	 ban	 on	 anything	 ‘capable	 of	 producing	 a	





This	 global	 force	 has	 encountered	much	 friction,	 using	 the	 terminology	 of	 Anna	 Tsing	 in	
describing	how	universalizing	forces	and	grounded	particularities	meet	 in	creative	tension,	
often	 generating	 new	 social	 forms	 in	 the	 process.
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	 In	 the	 case	 of	 global	 drug	 law,	 the	
apparently	 universal	 logic	 of	 the	 ‘war	 on	 drugs’	 forms	 and	 unravels	 through	 interactions	
with	 particular	 locales	 or	 people.	 Such	 friction	 often	 results	 in	 traction,	 as	 pre-existing	
concerns	 about	 particular	 substances	 –	 or	 political	motives	 only	 distantly	 related	 to	 drug	





state	 an	 obvious	 point,	 prohibition	 by	 law	 has	 proven	 no	 straightforward	 recipe	 for	





Friction	encountered	by	drug	 law	can	also	generate	 resistance	and	certain	 substances	are	
hard	to	definitively	depict	as	legal	or	illegal.	While	law-makers	might	try	and	fix	their	status	
under	the	law	-	and	consequently	fix	their	moral	status	as	‘bad’	-	such	substances	refuse	to	
comply,	 or	 only	 comply	 partially.	 These	 substances	 take	 on	 a	 ‘quasilegal’	 quality	 where	














This	paper	examines	 the	quasilegality	of	 khat	 and	 cannabis	 in	 turn,	before	demonstrating	
the	political,	economic	and	social	salience	of	their	legally	ambiguous	status	in	Africa.	In	the	
final	 section,	 the	 paper	 connects	 its	 case	 studies	 to	 the	 current	 flux	 in	 global	 drug	 laws	
where	‘quasilegality’	is	becoming	the	norm	in	a	number	of	ways.	First,	however,	we	look	in	
more	detail	at	the	term	‘quasilegality’	and	its	ability	to	capture	a	key	aspect	of	not	just	drugs	
like	 khat	 and	 cannabis,	 but	 other	 commodities,	 activities	 and	 even	 people	 whose	
relationship	to	the	state	and	law	is	ambiguous.	
Quasilegality	
‘Quasilegal’	 is	a	term	with	resonance	 in	a	number	of	 fields,	 from	the	study	of	 law	and	the	
state	 to	 the	 study	 of	 drugs	 and	 other	 such	 goods.	 The	 prefix	 ‘quasi’	 adds	 the	 idea	 of	
ambiguity	 to	 the	 term	 ‘legal’	 through	 its	 meaning	 of	 ‘as	 if’,	 ‘almost’	 or	 ‘seemingly’.	
Quasilegal	can	refer	to	procedures	and	rules	within	an	organisation	that	are	not	supported	
directly	 by	 state	 law,	 but	 resemble	 them	 in	 form,	 while	 also	 referring	 to	 what	 might	
elsewhere	 be	 termed	 ‘paralegal’.	 Oren	 Perez	 links	 the	 quasilegal	 to	 ‘fuzzy	 law’,	 ‘soft	 law’	
that	 lies	 between	 the	 ‘poles	 of	 lawlessness	 and	 complete	 legality’.
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	 Such	 a	 definition	 is	






The	term	also	hints	at	 the	vagueness	of	 the	 law	and	 its	 flexibility.	 In	 this	 regard	 it	 links	 to	
debates	in	criminology	regarding	the	concept	of	‘discretion’,	where	there	is	much	leeway	in	
the	 interpretation	and	application	of	 legal	 statutes.
7
	Again	 this	 leeway	 is	often	 influenced	
more	by	social	relationships	than	by	reference	to	the	law.	The	law	is	an	imprecise	tool,	so	in	
using	discretion	as	 to	whether	 to	 charge	 someone	with	an	offence	or	whether	 to	apply	a	
more	or	less	lenient	penalty,	those	who	apply	the	law	enter	into	an	ambiguous	-	quasilegal	-	










of	 the	 very	 substances	 we	 shall	 explore	 that	 the	 term	 quasilegal	 has	 become	 most	
associated:	 khat.	 In	 a	 contribution	 to	Appadurai’s	 seminal	 1986	 volume	The	 Social	 Life	 of	
Things:	 Commodities	 in	 Cultural	 Perspective,	 Lee	 Cassanelli	 wrote	 about	 khat	 within	
4	
northeast	Africa,	 its	 commodity	 chains,	 and	 its	 varying	 legal	 status.	He	argued	 that	 khat’s	




	 As	 a	 substance	 with	 ambiguous	 harm	 potential	 -	 capable	 of	 being	
defined	as	either	relatively	harmful	or	relatively	harmless	-	and	one	not	under	international	
control,	its	political	economy	spurred	producer	countries	to	defend	its	legality	(though	there	
are	 anti-khat	 voices	 within	 these	 producer	 countries	 too),	 and	 consumer	 countries	 (who	
benefit	less	economically	from	its	trade)	to	outlaw	it.	This	meant	that	in	some	jurisdictions	
khat	was	legal	and	in	others	khat	was	illegal.		
Cassanelli’s	analysis	of	khat	has	had	 influence	 in	wider	conceptions	of	 illicit	 flows	 through	
the	 work	 of	 van	 Schendel	 and	 Abraham.
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include	 transnational	 and	 social	 regulatory	 scales.	 This	 approach	 is	 encapsulated	 by	 their	
distinction	between	the	 il/legal	and	the	 il/licit:	 il/legal	referring	to	how	states	define	these	














in	 specific	 regulatory	 regimes,	 but	 can	 be	 relevant	 even	 in	 contexts	 where	 it	 is	 either	
definitively	 legal	 or	 definitively	 illegal	 (as	 well	 as	 definitively	 licit	 or	 illicit).	 In	 a	 sense,	 in	
quasilegality,	 the	precise	wording	of	the	statute	books	 is	only	secondary	-	what	matters	 is	
how	 these	 substances	 are	 treated	 by	 those	 tasked	with	 upholding	 the	 law,	 and	 by	wider	
society.	 And	 far	 from	 simply	 being	 a	 mismatch	 between	 the	 law	 and	 its	 application,	
quasilegality	 has	 important	 implications,	 as	 we	 suggest	 through	 a	 case	 study	 of	 one	











leaves	 and	 bark	 of	 stems	 are	 chewed.	 Chemical	 analysis	 of	 khat	 has	 revealed	 several	







rapidly	degrades	 into	a	weaker	alkaloid	post-harvest,	and	once	khat	dries	 it	 loses	potency	
and	value	(though	there	is	a	growing	international	trade	in	dried	khat).	Wherever	it	is	used,	
therefore,	consumers	usually	want	it	as	fresh	as	possible.	




link	 between	 heavy	 consumption	 and	 cardiac	 problems,	 especially	 when	 chronic	








it	 is	 often	 cited	 as	 a	 cause	of	 unemployment,	 as	 khat	 is	 associated	with	 idleness.	 Income	
diversion	 is	 also	 seen	 as	 a	 major	 problem	 in	 countries	 such	 as	 Djibouti	 where	 a	 large	
proportion	of	household	income	is	spent	on	khat.	What	evidence	there	is	in	respect	to	social	





Whether	 khat	 is	 a	 relatively	 harmless	 mild	 stimulant	 or	 an	 addictive	 curse	 on	 society	 is	




the	expense	of	 food	(khat	–	 like	other	stimulants	–	reduces	appetite)	and	sleep,	making	 it	
hard	 for	 them	 to	 hold	 down	 work;	 however,	 evidence	 suggests	 that	 many	 chew	 more	
moderately	 and	with	 relatively	 few	 ill	 effects.
21













any	one	 time,	ambiguity	 that	has	helped	generate	an	extremely	 varied	 international	 legal	
6	
situation:	although	khat	 is	not	under	 international	control,	 it	has	come	to	be	prohibited	in	
numerous	 countries	 throughout	 the	 world,	 but	 remains	 legal	 in	 others.	 The	 colonial	
government	 of	 Kenya	 attempted	 to	 prohibit	 it	 through	 what	 was	 known	 as	 the	 ‘khat	
ordinance’.
24
	 This	 law	 was	 crippled	 from	 the	 start	 by	 khat’s	 ambiguities.	 Debates	 raged	
among	colonial	officers	about	 its	addictiveness	or	otherwise	(and	which	substance	to	best	
compare	 it	 to	 –	 opium,	 gin	or	 tobacco),	while	 a	 racialised	 view	emerged	of	 khat	 harming	
pastoralists	such	as	the	Somali,	while	being	innocuous	for	agriculturalists	such	as	the	Meru	
of	 central	 Kenya	who	were	 and	 still	 are	 the	main	 cultivators	 of	 the	 crop	 in	 Kenya.	 These	
ambiguities	led	to	fuzzy	and	unworkable	law:	the	trade	of	the	substance	was	prohibited	in	
the	north	while	Meru	cultivation	and	consumption	was	protected	as	a	cultural	 right.	Bans	





Since	 Cassanelli’s	 writing	 on	 khat,	 it	 has	 become	 yet	more	 ambiguous	 legally.	 Khat	 went	
global	 in	 the	 1990s	 and	 2000s	 with	 the	 spread	 of	 the	 Somali	 diaspora	 and	 consequent	





scheduling	applied	only	 to	 the	 isolated	compounds,	and	was	not	 intended	to	subject	khat	
itself	 to	 international	 control.	 Nevertheless,	 scheduling	 led	 to	 Sweden	 and	 Norway	









under	 Federal	 Law,	 or	 that	 defendants	 are	 unaware	 that	 khat	 contains	 cathinone	 and	
therefore	do	not	understand	its	status.		
The	UK	has	been	the	most	recent	country	to	ban	the	substance,	in	2014,	after	a	long	review	
process	 in	 which	 the	 chief	 body	 advising	 the	 government	 on	 drug	 policy	 -	 The	 Advisory	
Council	 on	 the	Misuse	 of	 Drugs	 -	 recommended	 it	 not	 be	 banned,	 but	 the	 government,	




Conservative	Home	 Secretary	 of	 the	 time	 –	 Theresa	May	 –	 banning	 khat	was	 a	 ‘win-win’	
political	 move,	 appearing	 ‘tough	 on	 drugs’	 yet	 sympathetic	 to	 the	 plight	 of	 an	 ethnic	
minority.	 Khat	 became	 a	 ‘Class	 C’	 substance,	 a	 relatively	 low	 classification,	 but	 one	 that	
stopped	the	legal	 import	of	over	56	tonnes	of	khat	that	had	been	coming	from	Kenya	and	
Ethiopia.	 There	 have	 since	 been	 seizures,	 although	 how	 actively	 policed	 the	 substance	 is	
remains	 in	 doubt	 as	 khat	 is	 unlikely	 to	 be	 high	 up	 the	 list	 of	 priorities	 for	 overstretched	
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police	 forces.	 Obtaining	 khat	 is	 still	 reckoned	 reasonably	 straightforward,	 as	 some	 of	




Thus,	while	 its	 legal	status	still	varies	greatly,	 if	anything	khat	 is	moving	towards	the	more	
illegal	 side	of	 the	spectrum,	certainly	 in	 the	West.	Yet	 in	most	producer	countries	back	 in	
Africa	 it	 remains	 de	 jure	 legal,	 although	 it	 is	 often	 treated	 as	 illegal.	 For	 example,	 its	
production	has	 risen	 in	 recent	decades	 in	Uganda	and	Madagascar,	where	 it	 is	 technically	
legal,	yet	there	are	continual	rumours	that	the	substance	is	banned	or	about	to	be	banned	













they	 spotted	 him	 carrying	 some:	 they	 felt	 the	 substance	 sufficiently	 ‘quasilegal’	 that	 a	
foreigner	would	believe	them	that	it	was	in	fact	illegal.	However,	the	recent	ban	in	the	UK	




for	 decades	 -	while	 a	 task	 force	 has	 been	 established	 to	 see	 how	 its	 farmers	 can	 further	




of	Meru	 County	 relies	 on	 politicians	 embracing	 khat:	 thus,	 the	 likes	 of	 Raila	 Odinga	 and	





important	 to	 emphasise	 that,	 like	 khat,	 there	 is	 much	 ambiguity	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 its	
harmfulness	 or	 otherwise:	 medical	 opinion	 throughout	 history	 has	 been	 polarized,
32
	 and	
remains	 so	 today,	 especially	 in	 regard	 to	 mental	 health.
33
	 Like	 khat,	 this	 also	 allows	
rhetorically-strong	arguments	to	be	made	for	either	restricting	or	liberalizing	its	markets.	
8	
While	not	 indigenous	 to	Africa,	 cannabis	has	 a	 long	history	on	 the	 continent,	 as	 cannabis	















a	medicine,	and	many	 traditional	healers	–	 such	as	 the	sangoma	of	 southern	Africa	–	 still	
use	 all	 parts	 of	 the	 plant	 to	 cure	 various	 ailments.	 It	 was	 commonly	 reported	 in	 the	
literature	of	explorers	that	cannabis	was	smoked	by	warriors	before	raids,	although	its	use	
by	 praise	 singers	 and	 by	 people	 requiring	 deep	 thought	 to	 solve	 problems	 was	 also	
reported.
37




shorter	 history	 than	 on	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 continent,	 having	 been	 re-introduced	 by	 soldiers	
returning	from	South	Asia	after	the	Second	World	War.	While	initially	associated	with	urban	
deviance,	 cannabis	 use	 and	 cultivation	 expanded	 to	 rural	 areas	 and	 other	 less	 marginal	
strata	of	society,	such	as	students,	and	by	the	end	of	the	1970s,	cannabis	had	established	
itself	as	the	favourite	 illegal	drug	across	West	Africa.	 In	Nigeria	-	one	of	the	 latecomers	to	
cannabis	-	the	substance	had	entered	the	cultural	mainstream	by	the	1980s,	being	used	by	a	












	 A	1999	UN	 report	on	drugs	 in	Africa	 that	 surveyed	10	 countries	












eloquently	 defend	 cannabis	 as	 ‘life-enhancing:	 good	 for	 ailments	 (asthma,	 appetite	 loss),	
reading,	 contemplation	and	 sense	of	 self	 –	 and	 sexual	 potency’.
42
	 These	 same	 consumers	




Opposing	 views	 emanate	 from	 more	 ‘respectable’	 segments	 of	 society.	 Doctors	 and	 in	















Cannabis	 use	 is	 also	 strongly	 opposed	 by	 various	 religious	 groupings,	 such	 as	 pentecostal	











in	 all	 African	 countries,	 and	 has	 been	 in	 some	 countries	 for	 over	 a	 century.	 In	 most	
countries,	 legislation	 was	 introduced	 alongside	 that	 against	 opium	 following	 the	 1925	
International	 Opium	 Convention	 (that	 also	 was	 concerned	 with	 cocaine	 and	 cannabis).	
These	 colonial	 ordinances	 were	 often	 based	 on	 imperial	 templates	 and	 responded	 to	




South	 Africa	 is	 somewhat	 distinct	 in	 this	 respect,	 as	 concern	 over	 the	 consumption	 of	
‘dagga’	 (one	of	 the	 local	names	 for	 cannabis)	has	different	historical	 roots.	Already	 in	 the	
1880s,	 use	 of	 dagga	 among	workers	 in	 the	 Natal	 Colony	 became	 an	 important	 part	 of	 a	
government	 inquiry	 on	 Indian	 indentured	 labourers.	 In	 subsequent	 decades	 South	 Africa	
became	 one	 of	 the	 leading	 proponents	 internationally	 to	 promote	 the	 prohibition	 of	








Despite	 its	 overwhelming	 illegality	 since	 the	 1920s,	 cannabis	 was	 increasingly	
commoditised,	 becoming	 deeply	 embedded	 in	 rural	 economies,	 for	 example	 in	 Lesotho	
where	 Laniel	 and	 Bloomer	 analysed	 its	 rise	 in	 rural	 significance	 in	 compensation	 for	
decreasing	 opportunities	 for	 migrant	 labour	 in	 South	 Africa.
50













In	 a	 context	where	 cannabis	 plays	 such	 an	 important	 role	 in	 rural	 and	 urban	 economies,	
there	are	often	few	attempts	made	to	enforce	cannabis’	de	jure	 illegality.	Nigeria’s	war	on	
drugs	since	the	1990s	 is	somewhat	exceptional	 in	this	respect,	although	also	 its	 impact	on	
the	 trade	 was	 at	 most	 marginal.
54
	 In	 countries	 especially	 reliant	 on	 the	 crop	 for	 rural	
economies,	 it	 is	 more	 or	 less	 de	 facto	 legal.	 For	 example,	 in	 Lesotho	 and	 Malawi	 state	
enforcement	is	minimal,	a	state	policy	characterised	by	neglect.	Of	course,	this	neglect	also	






on	 the	 continent	 as	 elsewhere	 in	 the	 world.	 Of	 course,	 there	 are	 local	 cultures	 of	
condemnation	 too,	 especially	when	 the	 use	 of	 cannabis	 is	 linked	 to	 deviant	 and	 at	 times	
violent	 groups,	 such	as	 insurgents	 in	 the	Niger	Delta,	 or	when	 cannabis	 is	 debated	 in	 the	
context	 of	 mental	 health	 by	 doctors.	 These	 condemning	 discourses	 on	 cannabis	 in	 the	
media,	 state	and	medical	 circles,	 as	well	 as	 in	 the	general	public	have	given	cannabis	 law	
and	its	enforcement	some	traction,	as	was	the	case	in	the	Nigerian	drug	war	in	the	1990s.		












especially	 for	 resource-poor	 states,	 it	 is	 also	 impossible	 to	 translate	 abstract	 law	 into	
definitive	 consensus	 about	 the	 production,	 trade	 and	 consumption	 of	 such	 substances.		
However,	 drug	 law	 still	 hangs	 over	 them,	 and	 their	 quasilegal	 and	 morally	 ambiguous	
statuses	are	socially	and	economically	consequential	in	several	respects.	
While	the	trade	and	production	of	these	commodities	have	expanded	impressively,	mostly	
without	 state	 input,	 quasilegality	 of	 course	 prevents	 governments	 from	 supporting	 these	
commodities	in	a	way	they	can	with	other	drug	crops	such	as	tea	or	tobacco.	This	situation	
has	now	somewhat	changed	in	regard	to	khat	in	Kenya,	but	generally	speaking	producers	of	
such	 crops	 have	 no	 legal	 support	 from	 the	 state.	 Meanwhile,	 underneath	 quasilegality,	
illegality	often	lies	dormant	and	latent.	For	cannabis,	its	latent	illegality	can	spring	up	to	bite	
those	who	grow	or	trade	such	goods.	For	example,	cannabis	 farmers	and	traders	 in	Africa	














a	 substance’s	 status	makes	 it	 ‘susceptible	 to	manipulation	 for	political	 ends’.
59
	 This	 is	 not	
only	 the	 case	between	 states	on	 the	 international	 level	but	also	within	 states.	Within	 the	
context	 of	 quasilegality,	 the	 implementation	 of	 drug	 law	 has	 often	 served	 as	 a	means	 to	




Meanwhile,	 for	consumers	and	producers	quasilegality	 is	also	useful	 in	a	number	of	ways,	
principally	 through	 enhancing	 economic	 and	 cultural	 value.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 cannabis,	
something	 freely	 sold	 in	 much	 of	 Africa	 and	 easy	 to	 grow,	 much	 of	 its	 economic	 value	
derives	 from	 illegality	and	 the	 risk	premium	this	adds	 to	 its	 sale	price.
61
	Quasilegality	also	
gives	 the	 likes	 of	 khat	 a	 value	 boost,	 as	 its	 reputation	 as	 something	 not	 ‘respectable’	 in	
wider	 society	 can	 earn	 it	 ‘respect’	 among	 sub-cultures.	 In	 this	 way,	 khat	 becomes	 more	






relation	 to	 cannabis	 cultivation	 in	 California.
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premium.	 However,	 there	 are	 deep	 inequalities	 in	 who	 reaps	 rewards	 from	 this	
quasilegality,	 as	 it	 is	 those	 most	 able	 to	 distance	 themselves	 legally	 from	 the	 crop	 who	
benefit	 the	 most:	 Polson	 highlights	 how	 landowners	 who	 can	 distance	 themselves	 from	
what	tenants	were	growing	are	those	who	benefit	 the	most.	Regarding	cannabis	 in	Africa,	







states	 is	a	key	part	of	 their	appeal,	and	 in	 the	case	of	khat	 in	Kenya	 there	are	 those	who	








commodity	globally	as	a	 legal	 stimulant	–	not	 just	 to	boost	 trade,	but	also	out	of	pride	 in	
their	khat	heritage;	on	the	other	hand	Somalis	campaigned	to	have	it	made	illegal	in	Britain	
not	just	out	of	concern	for	social	harms,	but	also	because	they	reckoned	a	ban	would	give	
them	 validation	 from	 the	 UK	 government	 as	 a	 community	 to	 be	 treated	 seriously.	











quasilegality.	 Like	 the	 war	 on	 drugs	 and	 its	 universalizing	 policy,	 legalization	 and	
decriminalisation	campaigns	can	be	global	and	transnational	in	scale,	and	can	also	generate	
either	traction	or	resistance	 in	 local	contexts.	As	the	next	section	discusses,	 in	our	current	
era	such	campaigns	are	apparently	gaining	traction.		
Cracks	in	the	system		
Thus,	 the	 quasilegality	 of	 these	 substances	 and	 others	 like	 them	matters.	 In	 this	 regard,	
quasilegality	 is	becoming	more	common	 for	drugs	around	 the	world	as	 the	global	 logic	of	
the	drug	war	both	loses	and	gains	traction	depending	on	the	substance	and	the	jurisdiction.	
The	experiments	of	Uruguay,	 Colorado	 and	Washington	 in	 regard	 to	 cannabis	 legalisation	
13	
suggest	 a	 loss	 of	 traction	 of	 the	 global	 drug	 policy	 regime,	 as	 do	 increasingly	 vocal	
international	 initiatives	 pushing	 for	 drug	 law	 reform.	 There	was	much	 optimism	 that	 the	





in	 Latin	America	where	drug	 control	 has	 long	been	militarized.
68
	However,	 the	end	 result	
was	disappointing	 for	 reformers,	as	more	 reactionary	 forces	were	able	 to	promote	hardly	
revolutionary	 recommendations.
69
	 Thus,	 the	drug	war	 is	 fighting	back.	Nonetheless,	 there	
are	strong	arguments	that	we	are	witnessing	the	fracturing	of	the	 international	consensus	




While	 repressive	measures	 against	 drugs	 continue,	 and	 the	 recent	 horrors	 perpetrated	 in	
the	 Philippines	 show	 how	 anti-drug	 law	 remains	 a	 popular	 means	 of	 social	 control	 for	
autocratic	leaders	such	as	Duterte,	perhaps	the	general	tenor	is	towards	more	liberal	policy.	
In	Europe,	Portugal	is	held	as	a	case	study	of	effective	decriminalisation		-	another	form	of	









Yet	 the	 drug	 war	 has	 perhaps	 gained	 traction	 in	 regard	 to	 khat,	 as	 witnessed	 by	 its	
increasing	illegality	in	the	west.	While	cannabis	moves	away	from	illegality,	the	arguably	less	
harmful	 khat	 is	 pulled	 more	 towards	 it,	 and	 the	 story	 of	 other	 substances	 –	 including	




made,	 in	 that	khat	has	become	 illegal	 in	western	countries	where	 it	 is	used	principally	by	
minority	 populations,
73
	while	 cannabis’s	 illegality	 is	 ever	more	 questioned	 as	 its	 use	 is	 so	
well	 ingrained	 into	wider	western	 society.	As	 ever,	 there	 are	 far	more	powerful	 forces	 at	
work	in	the	shaping	of	drug	policy	than	simple	evaluations	of	harmfulness	or	harmlessness.	
Some	 of	 these	 forces	 are	 economic	 in	 nature,	 and	 other	 states	 around	 the	world	will	 be	




Thus,	 global	drug	policy	 is	 itself	 increasingly	 ambiguous,	 and	how	 this	will	 play	out	 in	 the	
African	context	remains	to	be	seen.	There	is	talk	of	legalising	medical	marijuana	in	Rwanda	
and	 the	 South	 African	 parliament	 has	 recently	 considered	 a	 similar	 proposal.
75
	 A	 less	
repressive	 drug	 policy	 is	 being	 seriously	 considered	 by	 the	 West	 Africa	 Commission	 on	
Drugs,	 although	 some	 countries	 remain	 wedded	 to	 harsher	 policies.	 There	 are	 of	 course	
14	





that	 drug	 laws	 and	 drugs	 more	 generally	 have	 in	 political	 and	 popular	 debates	 on	 the	
continent,	as	elsewhere	–	debates	that	are	not	simply	about	the	pharmacological	effects	or	
the	medical	and	social	harms	of	psychoactive	substances,	but	about	their	broader	roles	 in	




As	a	concept,	quasilegality	 is	compelling	as	 it	 captures	 the	 fluidity	of	 the	evolution,	 status	
and	 perceptions	 of	 these	 substances	 over	 time,	 helping	 to	 explore	 the	 extensive	 hidden	




many	 as	 ‘licit’,	 from	 sex	 work	 and	 migration	 to	 so-called	 ‘radicalization’.	 It	 is	 in	 this	
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